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A Social Movement Theory Typology of Militant Organisations: Contextualising 
Terrorism 
Abstract 
Typologies are ubiquitous in terrorism studies, illustrating their continued appeal as a 
tool to further our understanding of this form of political violence. Despite this, to 
date, the promise of an empirically derived typology has largely been neglected. In 
addressing this gap, this paper sets out a typology developed from Social Movement 
Theory. Using a novel statistical technique to derive a three-dimensional framework 
for categorising militant groups, the typology incorporates both organisational 
characteristics and the wider political context. The result is a typology defined by 
three conceptual constructs: political capacity, war-making capacity and network 
capacity. Alongside these organisational features, imposing measures of the wider 
political opportunity structure reveals eight types of militant organisation. To explore 
the utility of the framework, a preliminary analysis interprets the typology in light of 
the presence of wider conflict. That a robust relationship is found between the various 
types and whether groups were operating in peacetime, civil war, or low-intensity 
conflict, goes some way to demonstrating its utility as an analytical tool. Conclusions 
draw attention to the importance of contextualising militant groups in their socio-
political setting, and the benefits of combining theory alongside empirical analysis to 
develop robust characterisations of violent organisations.   
Keywords: Typology, Social Movement Theory, Multidimensional Partial Order 
Scalogram by Coordinates, mixed methods, conceptualising militant groups 
Introduction 
Terrorism studies has seen a range of efforts to portray complex ideas related to 
militancy and political violence, work that has seen scholars use an array of 
techniques to characterise their object of study. As part of this effort, dozens of 
typologies of terrorism have been developed,
1
 a fact that underpins the oft-quoted 
remark that there are as many typologies of terrorism as there are analysts.
2
 However 
to date, the promise of combining statistical analysis and typological development 
remains underexploited. In addressing this gap, this paper presents a statistically 
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derived typology, developed from Social Movement Theory, which sets out the 
primary organisational and contextual features of a range of militant groups.   
Classification systems have long been applied to order phenomena and 
develop our understanding about the natural and social worlds. Typologies have been 
used to classify everything from types of voter, and personality types, to forms of 
social mechanisms.
3
 Their ubiquity demonstrates that robust frameworks capable of 
encompassing theoretical, empirical, and philosophical components can aid 
knowledge development and generate new paths of thinking. As G. K. Roberts 
suggested, the utility of typologies can be interpreted according to their ability “to 
discover new relationships among things so ordered, to generate hypotheses, to lead 
on to the development of theories, and to identify areas for investigation”.4  
Developed carefully, typologies are able to respond to a number of the 
criticisms made of the terrorism studies literature. Specifically, that much work in the 
field takes the group out of its context and interprets it in isolation, that it fails to 
apply theory and demands greater interdisciplinary work.
5
 In addition, failure to 
interrogate state behaviour, and a state-centric bias have been held up as criticisms.
6
 
The typology presented in this paper responds to some of these challenges by 
exploring the promise of using Social Movement Theory (SMT) as the framework for 
a statistically derived typology of militant groups. By deriving a coding framework 
from two of the main struts of SMT – political opportunity structure and resource 
mobilisation – the typology incorporates both wider socio-political context and 
organisational characteristics. In doing so, it offers a more holistic account of militant 
groups than existing conceptualisations, and provides a more robust platform for 
further analysis.  
The typology is developed using a novel statistical approach that combines 
quantitative and qualitative techniques. Taking a wide range of data on 28 dormant 
militant groups (the reason for selecting dormant groups is explained below), the 
technique of Multidimensional Partial Order Scalogram by Coordinates (MPOSAC) is 
used to compare and order their most discriminating characteristics, that is, those 
features that best define the groups. The result is a three-dimensional typology 
delineating the groups and the settings in which they operate. This represents one of 
only a handful of studies to use this technique to develop typology in the social 
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sciences. Moreover, it is the first typology to employ SMT as an organising 
framework in terrorism studies, further deepening the conversation between the two 
fields. This exploratory study therefore examines the potential for MPOSAC to 
elucidate the characteristics of militant groups, placing them in their socio-political 
context through employing SMT as an organising framework.  
The paper proceeds as follows, after a brief review of the place of typology 
and SMT in terrorism studies, the methods used to develop the typology are 
described, followed by the results of the analysis in the form of a three-dimensional 
typology of militant groups. Analysis reveals three main constructs that inform group 
structure: war-making capacity, network capacity and political capacity. These three 
features define eight types of organisation that use terrorism. Moreover, these types 
are closely related to particular forms of political opportunity structure, determined by 
levels of political stability and civil liberties/political rights. 
To investigate the typology’s utility to develop our understanding of terrorism 
and political violence, a preliminary exploration examines the relationship between 
the various types and the presence of wider conflict. Some striking regularities are 
revealed between the different types of group and the extent of civil war, low-
intensity conflict, or circumstances best described as ‘peacetime’. Discussion draws 
attention to the importance of placing groups firmly in their socio-political context, 
and the utility of novel statistical techniques, such as MPOSAC, to describe complex 
phenomena in a parsimonious way that facilitates further research and analysis. In 
particular, the development and analysis of the typology provides a robust empirical 
foundation from which to develop a wide number of hypotheses and research 
questions relating to ongoing debates in the field. For example, focusing on the socio-
political context in which terrorism develops invites us to consider in more detail the 
ways in which democracy may inhibit or facilitate particular types of violence. 
Similarly, by looking across a range of different groups, hypotheses relating to how 
and why primarily political organisations make the move towards violence, or when 
nonviolent movements take up arms suggest themselves. Given the wide scope of 
organisations that use terrorism and political violence, the typology also invites us to 
consider more carefully what we mean by ‘terrorist groups’. These are just some of 
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the research directions the typology could usefully contribute to, underpinned by a 
concerted effort to understand terrorism in its socio-political context.  
Typologies in Terrorism Studies 
Done well, formal ways of analysing information, such as typologies, help provide 
discipline and allow for the ordering of data before it is taken forward for 
interpretation, discussion and narrative development.
7
 Because precisely the same 
phenomena do not recur in the social world, in order to develop better explanations, 
as McKinney suggested over forty years ago, it is helpful to “reduce the complex to 
the simple, the unique to the general, and the occurrent to the recurrent.”8 Typology 
also allows the specification of types where an end state may be realised in a variety 
of ways, thereby helping to both describe and uncover equifinality.
9
 In turn, this helps 
to develop a better understanding of the different causal pathways that may lead to a 
given outcome.  
A number of areas in the typological literature on terrorism and political 
violence invite further work. The first is to increase the use of empirical approaches to 
developing typologies. Of the current crop, relatively few typologies use an inductive, 
empirical route to formulate their conceptualisations. Most select a particular issue of 
interest to build their frameworks around, without incorporating empirical data to 
support their development. For example, one of the more innovative approaches to 
typologies in terrorism studies in recent years is that developed by Boaz Ganor, in the 
shape of a limiting variable typology.
10
 Classifying organisations by the variable that 
limits their activities, the typology delineates groups according to theu level of 
motivation and operational capability a group has at any given time. Where both these 
variables exceed the ‘terror level threshold’, terrorism is considered more likely to 
occur. One of the challenges this approach faces is justifying the reduction of the 
complex range of factors acting on groups into single variables such as motivation 
and operational capability. An empirical foundation supporting the subordinate 
factors likely to inform how these broader variables emerge would offer a robust 
response to this challenge.  
More generally, terrorism studies has been criticised for neglecting the context 
in which campaigns develop and decline.
11
 Work is increasingly addressing this issue, 
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for example, Khusrav Gaibulloev and Todd Sandler recently looked across factors 
internal to groups and base country characteristics to inform our understanding of 
how militant groups end.
12
 There is a need to replicate such efforts in typological 
work. Generally speaking, only those conceptualisations looking at state-, non-state 
relationships, such as Thornton’s early efforts to distinguish between regime terror 
and agitational terror, incorporate the wider context into their conceptualisations. 
Arguably, it is at the intersection of the violent group, the ruling power, and the 
people, that the success or failure of the group is decided. Incorporating these aspects 
more systematically into typology development therefore seems a helpful way of 
further developing our understanding of terrorism.  
Although some work has considered the group’s position in the wider political 
setting, they can often be at a high level of abstraction making it less easy to see how 
they further our understanding of particular groups. For example, Lizardo and 
Bergesen’s conceptualisation characterises groups by their situation in the world 
system, described as either embedded in the structural core, on its periphery, or in-
between, in the semi-periphery, thereby specifying a number of actor-target dyads.
13
 
These categories are set alongside ideological justification, delineated according to 
historical period echoing Rapoport’s four waves thesis.14 The outcome is a typology 
of three types: ‘terror in the core’, where popular violence or revolt is carried out in 
core states; ‘struggling against oppression’ which sees the greatest use of terrorism; 
and ‘the transnational turn’ which involves groups in the semi-periphery attacking 
core targets across international borders. Such typologies helpfully position political 
actors in a sweep of relations with the state or opposition group. Conceptually, they 
operate on a broad scale and are useful from a legal and political perspective in 
delineating actors, jurisdictions and levels of proscription. However, they neglect the 
characteristics of these groups, focusing largely on their relations with wider power 
structures. A more inclusive approach incorporating both group-state interaction and 
organisational characteristics offers the promise of a more holistic basis from which 
to develop our understanding of terrorism.  
Perhaps however, such critique is unfair, typologies are by definition a 
simplification, selectively identifying factors believed to be important in furthering 
our understanding of a particular phenomenon. However, this discussion does raise 
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the important question of how best to select the variables we incorporate into 
typologies. One way of responding to this challenge is exploring what is to be gained 
by using theory as a starting point. Theory offers a way of identifying and organising 
important characteristics, relating them to causal relationships, and linking multiple 
factors at different levels of analysis.
15
 Thus far, typological work has perhaps not 
taken full advantage of the opportunities theory offers in this regard. As the following 
discussion sets out, SMT is well placed to facilitate this effort in terrorism studies. 
Social Movement Theory 
Social movements have been defined as “collective challenges, based on common 
purposes and social solidarities, in sustained interaction with elites, opponents, and 
authorities.”16 Sometimes considered under the wider rubric of contentious politics, 
SMT analyses social movements via a tripartite framework, incorporating mobilising 
resources, political opportunities, and framing.
17
 Charles Tilly described SMT as “an 
orienting device for the sorting of observations”,18 and it is primarily in this context 
that it is used in this study. Indeed, this endeavour of describing and categorising 
movement characteristics has been described as a particularly important feature of 
understanding collective action, as Smelser said: “[b]efore we can pose questions of 
explanation, we must be aware of the character of the phenomena we wish to 
explain.”19  
Although previously neglected in the terrorism field, SMT is increasingly 
being applied in this area.
20
 Described as “one of the most consistent attempts to 
devise a more neutral, objective set of theoretical tools to analyse [movements],”21 
SMT is particularly helpful in its focus on the interaction between the state and the 
group.
22
 Further, as it incorporates micro, meso and macro levels of analysis, SMT is 
an ideal theoretical framework for contextualising terrorism and political violence in 
its socio-political setting.
23
 These features make it an ideal candidate to guide 
typological development as Donatella della Porta suggests: 
Not only do underground organizations differ according to their goals, they 
also have varying organizational models and favor different forms of action. 
Any attempt to develop interpretative hypotheses about ‘terrorism’ is therefore 
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Developing the typology involved first constructing a coding framework, drawing out 
the core features of SMT. This guided the content analysis of secondary data on 28 
dormant groups, a process that converted qualitative data into quantitative measures, 
representing the presence, absence or intensity of the SMT-derived variables. These 
data were analysed using the MPOSAC procedure to produce the typology, what 
follows sets out the various stages of the process in more detail.   
Social Movement Theory Coding Framework 
The basis of the coding framework drew on two of SMT’s three component elements: 
resource mobilisation and political opportunity structure,
25
 the third element, framing, 
is concerned with the discursive way groups frame their message, and is hence less 
suited to strict categorisation and quantitative analysis. Broadly described, mobilising 
resources are those things which allow the mobilisation and operationalisation of 
collective action, such as finance and personnel. These combine with political 
opportunities to provide the circumstances within which social movements emerge 
and function. In developing the coding protocol, two comprehensive frameworks 
offering detailed accounts of these two constructs were identified in the literature: 
Edwards and McCarthy’s conceptualisation of resource mobilisation26 and Kriesi’s 
framework of political opportunity structures,
27
 alongside McCarthy’s identification 
of core areas of research.
28
  
Resource mobilisation: Edwards and McCarthy’s framework is made up of four 
elements. The first are the types of resources to be mobilised, divided into five 
elements: moral, cultural, social-organisational, human and material. The second 
feature of the framework is the utility of these resources. Thirdly, mechanisms of 
resource mobilisation, described by four categories: movement self-production, where 
they generate the resource themselves; aggregation of many people’s resources; 
appropriation or co-option involving the legitimate borrowing, or exploitation of 
another’s resources; and finally patronage, where resources are gifted by a 
benefactor. Finally, four processes of resource mobilisation are considered, looking at 
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the ways in which resources, once accessed, are put into practice. This focuses on the 
mobilisation of finance and personnel, both of which are influenced by the 
development of an organisation or movement structure, and finally, creating resources 
and mobilisation through collective action.
29
  
Table 1 illustrates the main features of the framework selected for use in this 
study, along with specific indicators adapted for application to groups that use 
terrorism. It utilises two of the four aspects of Edwards and McCarthy’s framework: 
the types of resources, and the mechanisms or resource mobilisation, the other two 
elements – utility and processes – focus on the implementation and effects of resource 
mobilisation. Whilst these are important, for the purposes of the typology, attention is 
focused on the nature of the resources rather than their impact. Importantly, the 
framework evolved over the course of data collection in response to the availability of 
reliable data and its relevance to militant groups. By doing this, it was possible to 
reach a better representation of groups for the purposes of comparative analysis. In 
addition, it allowed the framework to evolve, to offer a better fit between the 
theoretical framework and its application to groups that use terrorism.  
- Table 1 about here - 
Political opportunities: Political opportunities were interpreted in light of Kriesi’s 
framework, a flexible conceptualisation made up of three broad themes constituting 
sets of variables: structures, configurations of power, and interaction contexts.
30
 From 
this range of factors, a specific ‘political opportunity set’ was developed informed by 
previous work on terrorism and social movements
31
 and McCarthy’s discussion of the 
most important features of political opportunity structures.
32
 Hence, three sets of 
variables were isolated: the relative openness of the institutionalised political system 
assessed through political rights; the degree of stability illustrated by the broad set of 
elite alignments; and the way in which the state engages with challengers, analysed 
via measures of civil liberties.  
Group selection: One of the issues typologies of terrorism face is that of ‘freezing’ 
complex, dynamic social phenomena.
33
 To address this challenge, dormant groups 
were selected, a choice which made it possible to determine the most characteristic 
measure of the group over its lifetime. Two major studies that examined a large 
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number of violent groups were used to identify suitable groups: Audrey Kurth 
Cronin’s study, How Terrorism Ends,34 which looked at 457 groups, and Jones and 
Libicki’s, How Terrorist Groups End,35 that examined 648 militant organisations. 
Taking the groups identified as having ceased operations in these two studies as a 
starting point, a number of further decision criteria were used to make the final 
selection:  
1. Groups which had re-emerged or continued violent operations were excluded;  
2. Groups which ended pre-1997 were excluded (as some data used to build the 
typology is not available pre-1997);  
3. These groups were cross-referenced with GTD and RAND databases to assess 
the number of attacks for which they were held responsible. Where there was 
no data in either database about the group, or where both agreed there was no 
sustained campaign
36
 they were excluded; and 
4. Finally, to ensure there was sufficient data on which to draw, the remaining 
groups were cross-referenced with Jane’s World of Insurgency and Terrorism 




The result of this process resulted in 28 groups going forward for analysis. 
This comparatively small number can be attributed to two major factors; first, most of 
the groups in Kurth Cronin and Jones and Libicki’s analyses were still active or had 
splintered into factions – identifying those groups that had ceased operations post-
1997 discounted 551 of those groups in Jones and Libicki’s study, and 375 from 
Kurth Cronin’s sample. Second, in looking for groups responsible for a sustained 
campaign of violence and those listed in major databases, less robust groups were 
excluded from the analysis, discounting around 50 groups from each sample. 
Although the resulting sample is small, the way it was derived suggests it is 
representative of those groups which ended operations in the relevant time period and 
which demonstrated the capacity for sustained violence. However, given that group 
selection began with existing databases, it is to some degree determined by the 
broader definitions of terrorism applied in the field. The result is a somewhat 
heterogeneous selection of organisations. What they have in common is having 
desisted from the sustained use of terrorism in recent years. As such the typology is as 
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much a reflection of common interpretations and definitions of terrorism as it is on 
the characteristics of the particular groups it is concerned with.  
Source data and coding: The content analysis for the mobilisation variables was 
guided by a set of definitions derived from the literature. Specifically, the SMT 
literature informed development of the mobilisation variables, whilst Louise 
Richardson’s scale of state-sponsorship guided coding for this measure.38 Political 
rights and civil liberties were assessed using Freedom House measures,
39
 whilst 
World Bank measures of political stability were used.
40
 The mobilisation variables 
were coded using qualitative data, relying in the first instance on information derived 
from Jane’s World Insurgency and Terrorism, and triangulated using data from 
additional secondary sources demonstrating in-depth knowledge of the groups.
41
 
These data were analysed to assess the relative presence, absence and intensity of 
variables exhibited by particular groups.  
To test the reliability of the coding carried out by the primary researcher, 25% 
of the data (equating to analysis of seven groups) was assessed by a second researcher 
with experience in qualitative data analysis. The percentage agreement between the 
raters was 92% whilst the inter-rater reliability analysed using Spearman’s rank order 
correlation was found to be .95 (p < .01), a high level of agreement, suggesting the 
coding definitions and data used in the analysis facilitated reliable, consistent results. 
Typology Development: Multidimensional Partial Order Scalogram by Coordinates: 
MPOSAC
42
 is a multivariate technique that allows the comparative analysis of a 
number of variables displayed by a range of subjects – in this case, militant groups – 
to be displayed in geometric space.
43
 These variables must exhibit a common range, 
that is, a scale where all the items are ordered in a particular direction, guided by a 
common meaning.
44
 Meaning is derived from the theoretical foundation for the study, 
it precedes measurement and guides variable selection and research design. In this 
case, the common range is defined as the level of resource mobilisation exhibited by 
the groups. Hence, mobilisation variables were coded in the same direction – higher 
scores representing greater levels of mobilisation. The political opportunity measures 
on the other hand, were incorporated as external variables superimposed on the array.  
Each group has a particular profile of responses, made up of a score on each 
variable, known as a structuple, displayed in Table 2.
45
 Through the MPOSAC 
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procedure, these structuples are ordered according to their scores, in this case the 
range of scores runs from the lowest mobilisation score of 111111111, to the highest 
of 433333334. Where one group is quantitatively higher on the resource mobilisation 
measures than another, they can easily be ranked and their relationship displayed. 
For example 3222222223 is lower across all the measures, than 433333334 and 
hence would appear ‘lower’ in the array; these are described as comparable profiles. 
However, where they are qualitatively different – for example 1222222221 
compared with 211111112 – they can only be organised according to a ‘partial 
order’, and are described as incomparable profiles. In these cases, an algorithm 
calculates the position in geometric space that offers the ‘best fit’ between all the 
profiles. Based on the scores across all of the variables, the algorithm positions the 
groups so that those that are more similar appear closer together, and those that are 
less similar appear further apart. 
The MPOSAC technique therefore produces a graphical output displaying the 
position of the groups, in relation to one another according to their profiles on the 
range of resource mobilisation variables.
46
 Therefore it is the relationship between 
the different groups’ scores across all of the resource mobilisation variables that 
determines their position in the graphical representation of the data. As Sabbagh, 
Cohen & Levy explain:  
POSAC is capable of revealing a typology of response styles … because it 
focuses on the nature of relationships among groups of individual subjects 
rather than on relationships among variables (as in multidimensional scaling 
or factor analysis) or on magnitudes of isolated variables (e.g. degree of 
endorsement of equality or effort).
47
 
After developing the scalogram using the resource mobilisation variables, the 
next stage in the analysis is to introduce the political opportunity measures onto the 
plot as external variables. This makes it possible to observe the relationship between 
the groups, arranged with respect to their levels of mobilisation, alongside 
superimposed measures of political stability and civil liberties; the interpretation of 
this array constitutes the typology. MPOSAC therefore portrays “multiple 
comparisons of respondents’ profiles simultaneously, and [allows detection of] 
structural patterns among the profiles.”48  
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As well as the scalogram displaying the position of the groups according to 
how they relate to one another on the different variables, MPOSAC produces ‘item 
diagrams’ for each of the variables. These display the same array of points in the 
same place, but specify the score each group received on each of the variables, 
making it possible to see how the scores on the different measures partition the space. 
Ideally each variable should run from high to low on each measure such that the item 
diagram can be partitioned into regions containing a single score. In practice, as in 
this study, there are often deviations, a limited number of which are acceptable.
49
 The 
interpretation of these item diagrams forms the foundation of the typology, to which 
we now turn. 
- Table 2 about here - 
- Figure 1 about here - 
Results 
Because results are based on the analysis of a range of important variables in relation 
to one another, rather than correlating individual variables, MPOSAC makes it 
possible to identify the most discriminate features of the groups.
50
 This helps to 
identify the ‘conceptual constructs’ that underpin the phenomenon of interest. In 
interpreting Figure 1, it is helpful to note that each point represents a group, and that 
the position of the group is defined by its profile on a range of variables assessing 
their level of resource mobilisation. The closer together they appear, the more they 
have in common, and vice versa, whilst the highest possible score on all resource 
mobilisation variables is represented in the far right of the array, by the number 1, and 
the lowest in the bottom left, by the number 29, the line between these two points is 
the ‘joint direction of the partial order’.51 All groups with comparable profiles are 
aligned in this direction. The objective is therefore to interpret the plot in a way which 
makes it possible to explain why particular groups cluster together, or fall further 
apart, based on their position relative to these two extremes of mobilisation.
52
  
Examining the Inter-correlations Between Variables 
Inspecting the correlations between the scalogram and the various mobilisation items 
presented in Table 3 demonstrates that several items correlate strongly with each of 
the axes: pre-existing fighters with axis 1; other group support with axis 2; and 
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official wing with axis 3. These are therefore the most discriminating variables, and 
help to define the position of the groups. However, the table also demonstrates that a 
number of other variables correlate strongly with the axes. Hence, state support, 
territory, and membership correlate with Axis 1, develop networks with Axis 2, and 
popular support, and training with Axis 3. It appears therefore, that three primary 
factors help define the groups:  
1. War-making capacity: state support, territory, pre-existing fighters, 
membership.  
2. Network capacity: other group support, develop networks.  
3. Political capacity: official wing, training, popular support.  
- Table 3 about here -  
Interpreting the Typology 
The partitions represented by the three most discriminate variables are an important 
vehicle for developing the typology, indeed, other analyses using this approach have 
relied solely on the most discriminating features to construct a typology.
53
 However, 
it is important to bear in mind that this approach does not just express the relationship 
between three items, rather, it displays the relationship amongst all of the variables. 
To interpret the typology and exploit the full potential of the MPOSAC approach, it is 
necessary to take all the mobilisation variables and the political opportunity external 
variables into account. By looking at the way the groups align in Figure 1, alongside 
the data in Table 2, and the item diagrams of each of the variables it therefore 
becomes possible to identify the conceptual constructs that underpin the SMT 
typology. The outcome of this analysis is displayed in Figure 2 and illustrates the 
eight types that make up the typology and the groups that fall within their scope.  
- Figure 2 about here - 
Each of the types identified by numbers 1-8 correspond to low or high scores 
on the three sets of variables. Hence, Figure 2 illustrates Axis 1 (war-making 
capacity) vs. Axis 2 (network capacity) vs. Axis 3 (political capacity). For ease of 
interpretation, the groups are listed according to their scores on the external political 
opportunity variables.
54
 Only one group from the 28 organisations demonstrates a 
profile characterised by limited networks and war-making capacity, but substantial 
14  
 
political infrastructure, with Muttahida Qaumi Movement (MQM) located in type 1. 
Reflecting the fact that MQM were and remain primarily a political movement that 
has been intermittently implicated in violence and rioting, we see little in the way of 
infrastructure relating to militant training or territorial control; we can perhaps name 
this type ‘agitators’.  
In type 2, we can see a cluster of groups illustrating external networks of 
relatively limited scope, high levels of war-making and political capacity, whilst 
operating in an environment characterised by generally low levels of civil liberties 
and political stability; these can be categorised as ‘armed movements’. To take an 
example, Polisario was relatively self-sustaining, relying on few external militant 
networks for support. At the same time, they were able to mobilise comparatively 
large numbers of members and hold territory as a legacy of the peace agreement 
brokered by the United Nations in the 1990s and the declaration of the Saharawi Arab 
Democratic Republic the previous decade.
55
  
Type 3 contains three groups with similarly limited external networks, and 
low levels of political capacity, although more substantial war-making potential, 
notably experienced cadre and some territorial control; these are perhaps best 
described as ‘armed vanguards’. In common with type 2, these groups generally 
operate in areas of low political stability and civil liberties. In the case of the Aden 
Abyan Islamic Army, based in Yemen, they had the benefit of a number of 
experienced fighters derived from returnees from the Afghan-Soviet war, whilst the 
unstable political situation in the country meant they were able to operate in areas that 
lacked substantial state control.
56
  
Type 4 includes groups with the lowest level of all three of our main resource 
mobilisation measures; groups here are best classified as ‘revolutionary cells’. 
Interestingly, the political context these groups operated in was characterised by 
higher levels of political freedom and civil liberties, in contrast to the other types at 
the ‘front’ of the typology. Here we see groups based in Spain (1 October) and 
Northern Ireland (Loyalist Volunteer Force) – countries which are perhaps better 
equipped to limit the large-scale mobilisation of militant organisations, reflecting their 
limited numbers and levels of support. 
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The types at the rear of the display are characterised by well-developed 
external networks, generally offering practical or logistical support, as well as 
gaining support from other militant groups. Beyond this main feature, these four 
types are delineated by the extent of their political and war-making capacity. Hence, 
type 5 includes groups demonstrating comparatively limited capacity for violence, 
but more substantial political infrastructure. In particular, these organisations have an 
official wing, and comparatively good levels of popular support; they might usefully 
be described as ‘political partisans’. With respect to their political operating 
environment, they are drawn from countries characterised by mid or mid-high levels 
of political stability and civil liberties. For instance, Kach, the Israeli far-right group 
led by Rabbi Meir Kahane was, for a time, an official political party with Knesset 
representation. Although members did use violence, this reflected relatively limited 
coordination and planning, and there was no well organised armed militia that 
carried out a concerted campaign of violence alongside official party politics.
57
 
Type 6 reflects low/mid-levels of political stability and civil liberties, 
including countries such as Angola and Sierra Leone. This type also represents the 
most highly mobilised of all the groups in the sample, demonstrating substantial war-
making capacity in the form of territory, and membership often into the tens of 
thousands; these are recognisably ‘guerrilla armies’. For example, the Communist 
Party of Nepal-Maoist was reported to have up to 5,000 combatants, and a militia of 
up to 20,000.
58
 Groups in this type are also often in receipt of state support, as well 
as demonstrating official representation and generally high levels of public support. 
Although, the RUF is an exception to this last measure, a fact which helps explain 
why in the original display, it is somewhat removed from the other groups in this 
type.  
In contrast to type 6, type 7 has lower levels of political capacity and mid-
high levels of war-making capacity, in particular in the shape of cadre with previous 
fighting experience. For example, the Abu Nidal Organisation (ANO) benefitted 
from membership drawn from Palestinian militant organisations and both ANO and 
the Groupe Islamique Armé (GIA) developed international networks – criminal and 
militant – to support their operations. These groups are also characterised by a 
political context with largely low levels of political stability and civil liberties; these 
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can be classified as ‘assisted vanguards’. Finally, type 8 demonstrates low levels of 
political and war-making capacity, but similar to type 4, are based in countries with 
generally high levels of political stability and rights such as Northern Ireland, Greece 
and Japan. These groups have no official political representation, hold no territory 
and have comparatively few members; they are perhaps best described as 
‘coordinated revolutionaries’. 
Not all of the clusters demonstrate uniform levels of political rights and 
political stability, nor would we necessarily expect them to, given the range of 
countries and contexts included in the sample. However, it is possible to discern some 
general trends. Looking at Axis 1 vs. Axis 3, it becomes clear that the majority of 
groups in the right of the typology (denoting greater levels of war-making capacity: 
types 2, 3, 6 and 7) are located in countries with generally low levels of political 
stability and similarly low levels of civil liberties. Whereas, those in the bottom left 
quadrant of the scalogram (marking groups with low levels of political and war-
making capacity: types 4 and 8) are based in contexts marked by high levels of 
political stability and rights. The top left quadrant is the least uniform of the regions, 
showing no strong pattern with respect to political context.  
In summary, the foregoing has established that the three axes representing 
three clusters of resource mobilisation measures helpfully define the position of the 
groups in the array. The typology not only sets out this information in a more 
interpretable manner than for example a table such as Table 2, it also illustrates how 
these variables relate to one another. More than this, the typology reveals an 
interesting relationship between levels of resource mobilisation and political 
opportunity structure. This seems to suggest a relationship between the scale and 
scope of groups and their operating environment – a finding that would be worth 
pursuing further. Indeed, the typology invites us to consider a range of research 
questions, and there is much that could be done with the framework as it stands. To 




Placing Terrorism in Context 
The typology contributes to our understanding in a number of different ways. For 
those interested in the organisational make-up of militant groups, developing the 
typology has demonstrated empirically that three main constructs inform group 
structure. Further, the different types informed by these organisational characteristics 
seem to be related to the type of political system the groups are operating within. 
More generally, the analysis illustrated the utility of a novel approach to identifying 
regularities in complex data that is virtually unique to this method of analysis. 
Moreover, it is the first attempt at using such a technique to examine militant groups, 
and offers a way forward to further analysis.  
A final advantage of this approach is that it takes into account both the group, 
and the political context within which it was operating. Not only does this invite us to 
consider what impact this may have on the evolution and decline of the group, it also 
serves as a reminder to consider the presence of wider conflict. The Correlates of War 
(COW) dataset provides a helpful starting point for exploring this idea further.
59
 By 
examining the COW data on intra-state war, it is possible to identify a relatively 
robust relationship between the presence of civil war and a number of the types 
identified in the typology, illustrated in Table 4. All of those groups in sections 2 
(armed movements) and 6 (guerrilla armies) of the typology were involved in intra-
state war or high-intensity civil conflict. With one exception, there is similar 
consistency in types 4 (revolutionary cells) and 8 (coordinated revolutionaries), which 
all operated in contexts largely free of wider political conflict. To capture the 
presence of conflict that fell between these two extremes, it is instructive to utilise the 
concept of ‘low intensity conflict’, defined as: 
[P]olitical-military confrontation between contending states or groups 
below conventional wars and above the routine, peaceful competition 
among states. It frequently involves protracted struggles of competing 
principles and ideologies. Low intensity conflict ranges from subversion 
to the use of armed force.
60
  
Although this is a relatively broad term, and whilst there are substantial divergences 
over how best to conceptualise this type of conflict in the literature, the notion of low 
intensity conflict does seem to adequately represent those conflicts with which all but 
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two groups in sections 1 (agitators), 3 (armed vanguards), 5 (political partisans) and 7 
(assisted vanguards) were involved.  
Interestingly, this typology provides empirical support for Stepanova’s 
functional typology of terrorism.
61
 She delineated the scale of a group’s goals and the 
degree to which terrorism is related to a wider armed conflict, setting out three types 
of terrorism: 1) the ‘classic’ terrorism of peacetime, which, regardless of the group’s 
goals, stands apart from wider conflict; 2) ‘conflict-related terrorism’, where terrorism 
is used along with other violent tactics as part of a broader asymmetrical or regional 
conflict, for example in Kashmir or Palestine; and 3) ‘superterrorism’ – global 
terrorism with existential, unlimited goals and motivations, epitomised by al-Qaeda.  
Two of these three aspects are present in this study’s typology. The first 
‘classic’ terrorism of peacetime clearly relates to the bottom left section of the 
framework, where a number of left-wing groups using terrorism aside from any wider 
armed confrontation are situated, alongside smaller groups involved with the Northern 
Ireland conflict. The top right section of the typology tallies with Stepanova’s 
conflict-related terrorism, as most of these took place in the context of a wider 
conflict, be that the fight for an independent Kurdistan; the wars in Angola and Sierra 
Leone; the conflict in Kosovo; or the insurgency in Nepal. However, there are no 
groups which exclusively represent ‘superterrorism’.62 As al-Qaeda and its affiliates 
were not included in the analysis that generated the typology, this conceptualisation 
neglects al-Qaeda’s particular organisational form, context and strategy. However, 
given that MPOSAC is designed to identify particular aspects of the entire ‘content 
universe’ of possible observations, it is possible to widen the scope of investigation to 
include these groups at a later date.  
Beyond these two categories of peacetime and conflict-related terrorism, the 
bottom right and top left aspects of the typology mainly depict groups which used 
terrorism in the context of national liberation struggles and ethnic conflict. Here, low 
intensity conflicts associated with the disputes in Kashmir, Israel-Palestine, and a 
range of ethnic, religious and left-wing inspired confrontations in India, Pakistan, 
Thailand, Burma, Yemen and Nicaragua are represented. The typology therefore sets 
the use of terrorism firmly in the context of other forms of political violence and 
contestation. Identifying how terrorism relates to its historical and socio-political 
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context in this way helps avoid the path to exceptionalism the study of terrorism has 
sometimes been accused of.
63
 Instead, the typology cements terrorism as a tactic used 
in all types of conflict, from civil wars, liberation movements and smaller-scale 
causes. Not a new idea, but certainly a benefit of this approach.  
The continuum of mobilisation represented in the typology allows for dynamic 
changes in violent mobilisation and levels of support. Clearly not uni-directional, this 
puts terrorism in a spectrum of violent actors from small, clandestine groups, to large-
scale insurgencies. After Bjørgo, the typology supports the idea that “there is not one 
‘terrorism’ but several ‘terrorisms’. [Hence] there are different types of terrorism with 
highly disparate foundations.”64 Further, in this sample different levels of 
mobilisation appear in particular political contexts at different rates. Hence, in states 
with low levels of political freedom and stability, terrorism is more often found 
alongside other forms of political violence in the context of wider conflict, enacted by 
larger groups, akin to guerrilla armies. Whereas in politically free settings, smaller 
groups use terrorism against the state in settings best characterised as peacetime 
(although the INLA would probably have rejected this designation).  
Discussion 
This paper has addressed a number of issues. First, it has illustrated the utility of SMT 
as a way of organising qualitative data in a way that makes it suitable for quantitative 
analysis. Second, it has demonstrated a novel approach to developing typologies using 
MPOSAC; that some useful and interesting regularities have been identified in such 
noisy data is testament to its ability to disentangle complex phenomena. Further, the 
typology’s ability to incorporate questions of organisational structure, political 
context and levels of wider conflict, speaks to its capacity to parsimoniously describe 
a range of different types of groups.  
In assessing the utility of the typology, it is useful to return to the criteria set 
out by G. K. Roberts described in the first part of the paper, that is, considering 
whether it is able to facilitate the discovery of relationships, generate hypotheses, 
inform the development of theories, and identify areas for investigation. By these 
criteria, the typology appears to have fared reasonably well. Defined by three clusters 
of variables relating to different aspects of resource mobilisation, the typology 
illustrates an interesting relationship to levels of civil liberties and political stability, 
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with groups characterised by high levels of resource mobilisation generally found in 
contexts of low political rights and stability. It also prompted questions about the 
scope of wider conflict, and its relationship to levels of mobilisation and particular 
political opportunity structures. Even this brief exploration of the typology 
demonstrated some interesting relationships between the type of group and the extent 
of conflict they were engaged in. As the typology was underpinned by an existing 
theory, its potential perhaps lies in the testing and evolution of SMT, rather than in 
developing theory per se. Nevertheless, it has demonstrated the utility of combining 
typological development and SMT via empirical analysis as a platform for further 
enquiry. More generally, the typology underlines that in order to understand terrorism 
and political violence, it is important to begin with an appreciation of the setting 
within which terrorism is used.  
The typology also demonstrates why there have been such divergent 
conclusions about terrorism, for example, whether democracy inhibits or facilitates 
terrorism,
65
 or whether or not it is successful at achieving political goals.
66
 Comparing 
very different groups without taking into account their levels of mobilisation and the 
political opportunity structure they are operating in, leaves analysts comparing 
guerrilla armies with very small, clandestine groups. This puts too great a weight on 
group selection, and arguably does not offer much analytical clarity over terrorism in 
comparative context.  
Moreover, the typology provides a basis for comparative analysis, as it makes 
it possible to parsimoniously identify those features groups have in common, and on 
which they differ. Finally, using the typology invites us to consider which features of 
groups to focus on when setting out to explain specific questions related to terrorism. 
For example, to some extent, the opportunities for opponents to degrade violent 
groups are determined by the organisational form and political context within which 
they are operating. Hence, groups with mid-levels of political capacity, but high levels 
of network development may be degraded by attacks on a group’s official wing, or its 
training facilities, but are unlikely to be destroyed if they can rely on the support of 
other groups via substantial external networks. Similarly, attacking such external 
networks is unlikely to be effective if the group has substantial war-making capacity, 
such as state support.   
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Taking into account the varying organisational forms represented in these 
types, this analysis further suggests we need to be more critical of the notion of 
‘groups’ and their effects on terrorism – an argument which is beginning to be 
explored in the field.
67
 Some of the organisations considered in this analysis are best 
described as guerrilla armies, others only small cells, whilst others are often far more 
loosely connected, or represent umbrella organisations of groups or individuals with 
shared interests. This serves as a reminder that the stereotype of the ‘terrorist group’ is 
perhaps as much a product of wider discourses as it is a feature of reality.  
As such, it is important to remain mindful that the typology is building on 
existing, Western databases, which have effectively compartmentalised one particular 
tactic used in a huge range of settings, by diverse actors, and reflected that concept 
back on to the groups to act as a defining marker. Using these databases is something 
of a necessary evil in comparative work. However, by exploring the characteristics of 
the ‘groups’ and their political settings, the typology draws out some of the 
complexity inherent in interpreting and understanding those who use it. It also offers 
an opportunity to reflect more critically on how we categorise militant actors.  
Many of these points have been made in the literature before, however, by 
carefully aggregating the knowledge base into an intelligible framework, new 
opportunities for research have presented themselves. Through this process, this paper 
has responded to a number of issues in the literature, including reflecting on how to 
incorporate terrorism into wider accounts of political violence. It has also sought to 
address the charge that analysis of terrorism frequently fails to take account of the 
socio-political context in which violence takes place, can neglect the advantages of 
theory, and sometimes unnecessarily ignores relevant levels of analysis. Such 
differences in the literature point to the difficulty and complexity of researching 
terrorism, but also highlight the need for conceptual clarity and careful analysis. The 
foregoing represents an empirically founded framework from which to continue the 
exploration of the political and organisational manifestations of terrorism.  
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